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13/14 September 1871

Holland, Michigan

Dr. Albertus C. Van Raalte, as chairman of the school and education committee, made a lengthy
report to the Classis of Holland at this fall session. The location of the meeting was not given.
Dr. William Kennedy made valuable annotations of this report.
In Dutch; translation by William and Althea Buursma.
Original in the archives of Western Theological Seminary at the Joint Archives of Holland at
Hope College.
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CLASSICAL MEETING
FIELD
AT
HOLLAND, MICHIGAN
OPENED
On Wednesday afternoon, September 13,
1871
AND
CLOSED
On the Thursday afternoon, following
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MORNING SESSION
OF
THE SECOND DAY

ARTICLE 18
The meeting was started with the singing of the 4th verse of the Morning Song, and with
prayer by Elder Neerken.
ARTICLE 19
The committee for synodical minutes presented its report, which was received and
approved.
The report was as follows:
"The committee for synodical minutes reports to the honorable classis that they have
reviewed the minutes of the General Synod and have found in them the following matters which
they think to be worthy of the attention of the classis.
"1. Since synod has designated the 7th of February as a day to be set aside for prayer for
schools and educational institutions: it was decided that the stated clerk inform the Dutch
congregations in a timely fashion by means of De Hope.
"2. Since this year is the one hundredth anniversary of the synodical organization of the
Reformed Church in America:
'It was decided that we comply with the following
decisions and requests of the General Synod, namely,
"(1) On Sunday, 15 October 1871, in all of our churches,
the preaching will be about the present situation, the prospects, and the encouragements of the
denomination."

PAGE 528(112)
2. That we promise to the board that the congregations in
Classis Holland will collect the necessary monies for the salary of
Brother Heeren.
3. That since we are not in state immediately to assemble the travel costs and equipment
of Brother Heeren, amounting to $2600, for this we call in from the board the funds that they
have been safekeeping for us.
Respectfully submitted,
H. Uiterwyk,
Chairman
ARTICLE 22
It was decided that we as classis awaken the congregations and its community to gather
the necessary inonies for the salary of Brother Heeren, and instruct it [the classisfi to see to it that
the monies get to the treasurer of the missionary committee.°
ARTICLE 23
It was decided that the current members of the missionary committee be retained in
position for the following year.
ARTICLE 24
The report of the committee for school and education was received and approved.
This report was as follows:
The committee for school and education presents the following report:
That as far as the school-upbringing of the seed of the church is concerned, they have
nothing

8° The first missionary supported by the western Dutch classes would finally be sent out as the long awaited

fruit of the increased foreign missionary interest of these bodies that became evident beginning in the fall of
1863 and especially with the Phelps proposals of the spring of 1864 for a ship, professor, and missionary.
There had been several false starts, e.g., the proposal that John H. Karsten would be sent. Matters were
somewhat complicated by the awkward arrangement of the partnership between the Board of Foreign
Missions and the Dutch classes in the support of the missionary. See 1862-1865 minutes, notes 61, 80, 81,
83, 87, 100, 121; 1865-1870 minutes, notes 9-10,24, 205, 240; 1870-1876 minutes (above), notes 18 and
70. For Heeren, see 1862-1865 minutes, note 13, and 1865-1870 minutes, note 259.
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to propose, inasmuch as the classis has been relieved of this care. And since we cannot rely upon
a single provider, such as the Elector of Saxony, to let the young people in the schools be
immersed in the revelation of God in an academic totality,81 we therefore nevertheless wish that
the influence of each Christian citizen will maintain Bible reading in these schools, even if it is
only that God's book is retained there as a standard of morals.82
We, who believe that it is a privilege and calling of the church to teach a particular view
of the Bible, and that the formulated expression of it83 is a precious fruit of the ripest gifts of the
church of God, yes, a fruit, baptized in blood and tears, of her wrestling over the course of the
centuries, [we] cannot other than thankfully appreciate that God has given us a nurture-place for
that understanding that will soon give tone, leading and direction to the congregations and to our
seed after us, where the continuous possession of this systematic totality of the revelation of God
is intended."
The information will therefore also be welcome that Rev. Pieters is charged with the
continual catechetical instruction of the higher and Rev. P. Moerdijk of the lower classes, truly a
concern that may be borne prayerfully on the heart of the church. This first, this early, and this
godly and most important instruction regarding godly wisdom, we regard as the guarantee that
our future leaders

The reference is to the era of Luther and probably to the strongly Lutheran elector of Saxony (1525 to
1532), John the Steadfast, who introduced religiously oriented educational refomis in his territories.
82 The phrase "the classis has been relieved of this care" is rather enigmatic. Possibly it means that the
classis is no longer in the parochial school business (although this had been true for several years already).
However this may be, the report, almost certainly penned by Van Raalte, the committee's chairman, reveals
his reluctant acceptance, perhaps because his people failed to back his vision for Christian elementary day
schools, of the public school to teach biblical ethics through reading of the Bible. A primary department,
however, was briefly revived at Hope College shortly after this report appeared. Curiously, Van Raalte
makes no direct mention in this lengthy report of the criticism made at the last classis meeting (in the
matter of William Visscher's examination) of the theological instruction of ministerial candidates at Hope
College. Could Van Raalte's stress here upon the catechetical instruction that is given at Hope be a hint
that Visscher was deficient in knowledge of the catechism (and the Reformed system of doctrine)?
Wichers, A Century of Rope, 87-89; see 1858-1859 minutes, note 50; 1859-1862 minutes, note 54; also
notes 31, 70, and 71 above.
83 This refers to the doctrinal standards of the RCA rooted in the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century
standards of the Reformed Church in The Netherlands.
84 This lengthy sentence, literally translated, is a good example of Van Raalte's complex, hortatory style,
and also of the fact that his hopes for the future now rest almost wholly upon Hope, not on Christian
primary schools and certainly not on the public schools, except perhaps where Hope graduates will be
teaching.
8I
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will be workers enflamed with zeal, in order, by a sound knowledge of the total, revealed truth, to
preserve the congregations by catechetical preaching and the young people by catechizing.
For, however useful and necessary it is to nurture a church dedicating itself to a Sabbath
school, yet it is certain that through it no solid, academic totality of the revelation of God in the
church will remain preserved.85 And not only that the preservation of this treasure must rightly
in the first place be expected from the pastors, but moreover we are convinced, that if our future
ministers are not nurtured in this from their youth on, they will not be able to assume, with love
and enthusiasm, this work - the indoctrinatiion of old and young — that not only will our
congregations will be left, at best, to an ignorant piety, but also that the church will quickly be
devoid of virtuous pastors grounded in the truth.
For it is necessary that we have zealous, warm, understandable, and persistent
catechetical instruction, to protect a church against the precipices of reckless unbelief, or to
preserve her against a mindless piety. This work is not less necessary for the pastors themselves,
so that they may be made men of decided power, seriousness, and zeal, and to make them grow
up to the full maturity of simple and clear Christian pastors.

85 Here Van Raalte points out the inadequacy of Sunday school instruction, presumably chiefly because it is
not given by an ordained RCA minister but perhaps also because it may not be entirely focussed on the
Heidelberg Catechism, the Compendium of the Christian Religion (see note 95 below), and the like. He
favors indoctrination by properly trained pastors, using the catechism and the other RCA doctrinal
standards; this will provide a framework for grasping the whole counsel of God in Scripture; and those who
instruct in Reformed truth have been well prepared for this at the school in Holland, Michigan. Initially,
the RPDC made the catechism the focus of the Sunday school, but eventually the interdenominational,
"non-sectarian," biblically oriented tendencies of the larger Sunday school movement would encroach upon
the original Calvinist distinctiveness of the RCA version of this institution. Moreover, the General Synod
became concerned that the Sunday school was not sufficiently under the supervision of the consistory. A
kind of competition between the historic Reformed catechetical instruction of the youth by the pastor and
elders, and the newer and more "American" Sunday school (with its "Bible only" appeal) has continued in
the RCA to the present day, with "catechism" steadily losing ground to the Sunday school. It was in just
the next year (1872) that the Uniform Lesson Plan (by which the Sunday schools of all denominations
would study the same [Bible] lesson at the same time) was adopted by the American Sunday School Union;
this of course would tend to reduce denominational distinctives. Just when and how these changes reached
the RCA grass roots needs further exploration, although the denominational leadership was involved with
the Uniform Lesson Plan from the beginning. Stewart, "The Reformed Church and the Sunday School," 48, 10-11; Corwin, Digest, 107-108, 714-720; Brouwer, Reformed Church Roots, 89-91, 93; Hudson,
Religion in America, 230-231; see 1858-1859 minutes, notes 33, 92, and 94; also notes 95 and 103 below.
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It is for this reason that your reverends' committee, with all the emphasis of our hearts,
recommends our united efforts to seek a higher education for our congregations; in order that our
gifts will not be drained and thereby dispersed.but may stay preserved for our precious and great
goal, namely, the preservation of and the love for the truth as a scholarly totality.
[And] in order that they, who among our younger generation are the most adorned with
gifts, may, by God's grace, in sorts of social positions, be the fathers and mothers in God's house
and the pillars of the truth on earth.
And in order that we, by the assurance of the zealous, solid cultivation of the church, may
see the families of our congregations recreated more into truth loving and truth studying circles,
we propose to the assembly to decide:
That the calling of pastors and consistories anew be acknowledged and urged, in order to
awaken love for this higher education in the best possible and most emphatic way, so that this
concern will be remembered cheerfully and thankfully, both in private and public prayer, be
supported plentifully with monetary means, and the church seek as much as possible the highest
education for her offspring., so as to assure well equipped witnesses of God for the Kingdom of
God and for this world.86
All of the above respectfully submitted to the reverend assembly for its consideration by
your committee on September 14, 1871.

A. C. van Raalte, Chairman

The strong statements in Van Raalte's report about the need for men and women in the church to be
educated in the totality of God's truth are certainly primarily oriented toward the education of RCA pastors
in the truths of the Reformed faith. They might, however, almost be thought to reflect something of the
"world-and-life view" thinking of Van Raalte's friend Guillaume Groen van Prinsterer and of Groen's
more famous successor Abraham Kuyper, the future lodestar for many in the CRC. See 1862-1865
minutes, note 98.
86

